The effects of varying signal intensity on the perceptual organization of rhythmic auditory patterns.
Cyclic repetitions of temporally structured sequences of sound bursts and gaps are perceived as rhythmic patterns. Some are perceptually unambiguous--the pattern organization is unique; others are perceptually ambiguous--the organization changes. Previous research suggests that the pattern of neuronal adaptation and recovery from adaptation associated with these stimuli determines how listeners perceptually organize the sequences. It follows that variations in the intensity of specific sound elements, which should produce specific changes in the underlying patterns of neuronal activation, should produce predictable changes in the perceptual organization of the sequences. The present study tested this hypothesis by observing the perceptual responses of listeners while varying the intensity of critical elements of unambiguous and ambiguous sequences. The results support the hypothesis in that an unambiguous sequence was made ambiguous and an ambiguous sequence was made less ambiguous. However, the unambiguous sequence did not completely reverse its perceptual organization, nor did the ambiguous sequence become completely unambiguous. The outcome is discussed focusing on the range of intensity increments tested, the type of stimuli used, and the possibility that neurosensory factors may interact with other organizing factors in determining the perceptual organization of rhythmic auditory sequences.